Michigan Senate Judiciary Committee
Chairman, Senator Wayne Kuipers
May 5, 2009

Chairman Kuipers:

| am grateful for the opportunity to comment on Senate Resolution
No. 41 regarding the impiementation of nondenominational prison
congregation programs within the facilities of the Michigan
Department of Corrections.

| serve as a pastor/developer of such a congregation now in
existence at the lonia Bellamy Creek Correctional Facility known as
. “Celebration Feliowship.” | am pleased to report to the committee that
it has been in existence since November 3, 2008.

- Me testimony will highlight the cooperation and the collaboration that
Celebration Fellowship prison congregation has received from
officials in the Michigan Department of Corrections. Furthermore, |
would like to emphasize how the role of a prison congregation
~program can compliment the work of chapiains and coordinate its
work with the Michigan Prisoner Reentry Initiative.

It was last year on March the 28" at the suggestion of DOC officials
that some members of the launch team for the prison congregation
met with you, Senator Kuipers, in Grand Rapids to brief you and
“inform you of the cooperation that we were receiving from the DOC
regarding the development of the prison congregation. In the notes
that | compiled for you of that meeting | indicated that Deputy Director
Dennis Schrantz was fully supportive of the prison congregation
model as a way to effectively mobilize community and faith based
programming. In fact, DOC at the time was engaging the religious
community in a series of focus group meetings to formalize in a
position paper its on-going working relationship with the faith-based

community.

Shortly after the March meeting a presentation about the prison
congregation model, DOC had its Chaplains Advisory Council (CAC)
review the prison congregation plan and its objectives. Upon approval
by the CAC, a meeting was convened in August of 2008 in lonia
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where a large delegaﬁon of DOC officials discussed a plan to
implement a prison congregation at lonia Bellamy Creek Correctional

Facility.

During these start-up efforts the DOC provided critical support for the
development of the prison congregation model. Such support
continues today as Warden Kenneth McKee recently hosted a
“Volunteer Appreciation Night” for all volunteers at lonia Bellamy
Creek including the 55 volunteers who are partnering with the
inmates in the prison congregation at lonia known as Celebration

Fellowship.

Charles Honey, writer for the Grand Rapids Press, points out in the
April 2009 issue of an article he wrote for “Christianity Today” that
‘unlike traditional prison ministries, prison congregations form
worship communities governed by councils that include inmates.” He
~.goes on to explain that “the congregation gives responsibility to the
inmate, and so the inmate actually is learning leadership.” | like to say
that we are training inmates to become leaders and prepare for life
after prison. Mr. Honey pointed out in the article that the potential for
helping ex-prisoners reenter communities is what prompted the
Michigan Department of Corrections to approve the prison

congregation.

| am pleased to report that we are making progress. We are engaging
now in an evaluation of the work. The inmates are even involved as
they respond to questions such as: Why are you coming to the prison
congregation? Has it been helpful in preparing your for your return to
your home? Do you want a prison congregation mentor to work with

you when on parole?

Furthermore, volunteers have been challenged in evaluating their
involvement in their study (table discussions of Rick Warren’s book
“The Purpose Driven Life") and worship with the men. Hopefully, after
further training the 55 partner-members (volunteers) of Celebration
Fellowship will be mentors of the men even while inside the prison.
- Even now we have anecdotal evidence that the seven former inmate-
members of Celebration Fellowship have successfully made a
transition to support partners in the community via jobs, and
supportive socia! networks.



All of us are encouraged by your resolution to support the prison
congregations programming model. | serve on the national board of
directors of Prison Congregations of America. Please note some of

the roles of their work:

~ What a Prison Congregation IS:

¢ A means of involving members of main-line churches in prison ministry: visiting,
volunteering, providing transition companionship.

* A congregation of a main-line denomination, but ecumenical in its approach,

~_possibly sponsored by more than one denomination.

» An effort to “partner” the inmate church to the outside church. Involvement of
inmates in worship, study, and mission projects is encouraged as in any church.

* An additional worship to an institution’s chapel program from a '

- sacramental/liturgical perspective—offering weekly communion,

¢ The means of providing a seasoned, ordained clergy for working half-time within
the institution (s) and half-time developing, educating, and guiding a supportive
network in a reentry community.

e Itis a prison ministry organized and funded in its entirety by outside sources.

What a Prison Congregation IS NOT:

¢ An effort to proselytize inmates from one faith group to another. Most inmates
can be involved.

* A magnet for lawsuits... In over 20 years no prison congregation has been sued,
named in a lawsuit against an institution, or whose existence was used an
argument for another ministry’s entry into an institution.

e A replacement for a chaplain. The responsibilities of the prison congregation
pastor are spent ministering to and developing support for the prison congregation
members in the prison and in the aftercare community. Everything a chaplain
does still needs to be done.

What the Prison “Inside” Congregation Does:

e Active in worship as ushers, readers, prayers, assisting in communion, helping in
music, setting up/taking down worship area, offering donations

e Welcoming guest members, interacting with “outside™ members via fellowshlp

» Establish a council that will make programmatic decisions, as much as possible,
and meet with the “outside” steering committee or representatives twice a year.

What the “Outside” Network of Partner Churches does:




¢  Worship with prisoners in supporting ministries in the prison and community,
appoint up to 12 members who will serve in various capacities such as worship
services, prayer partners, letter-writing, mentors, and on reentry aftercare teams

e Train and support members to be effective volunteers and mentors
Members learn and apply the practices and priniciples of restorative justice to the -
problems of crime in our communities in order to reconcile and restore victims
and offenders where possible, and to effect, as far as possible, the establishment
of justice for all members of our societies (Source: Christian Reformed Church
Committee to Study Restorative Justice 2005). -

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on Senate Resoiution No.
41 and for other ways that the Judiciary Committee of the Senate
seeks to work with DOC and the community and faith based

communities. '

| look forward, as many do, with the launching of DOC’s efforts to
train congregations to become “healing communities” that welcome
and support “returning citizens” in churches and other places of
‘worship to be designated as “Stations of Hope. The work of the
Michigan Department of Corrections during these difficult days to
connect with the faith based communities of Michigan is to be
commended. | am thankful to be a part of your efforts as leaders in
government and to work cooperatively with the DOC. Thanks for your
efforts to expand the prison congregation program model that is
already at work and under review for greater impact on the lives of so
many of our citizens.

Pastor/Developer
lonia Celebration Fellowship Congregation
lonia Bellamy Creek Correctional Facility

Encl: “Worship Behind the Razor Wire” Christianity Today April 2009
“Getting to Church by Way of Prison” “The Banner” May 2009.
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of Tearfund, a British aid organization that
_has become the poster child for evangelical
“work on climate change, Malawi evangeli-

cals proactively build dikes to fend off flood-
waters and plant drought-resistant crops.
“When [in the West] vou talk from
theory and your knowledge is from books,
you have time to delay,” said Kamchacha.
“In my country, we cannot afford to delay,
We need to actnow.” « Ruih Moon
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Worship Behind
the Razor Wire

A growing number of prison churches
offer community for convicts.

Two dozen men in orange and blue prison
suits came forward, singing a spiritual

as they received Communion from two
ordained ministers.

“Hailelujah, we're gomg to see the
King,” they sang in warm baritone voices,
Theirs was joyful worship at Celebration
Fellowship, a church founded late last year
inside the Bellamy Creek Correctional

! Facility in Ionia, Michigan.

In this prison congregation, afﬁhated
with the Christian Reformed Church,

- convicted murderers and drug dealers read

Scripture, lead prayers, and sing hymns
with volunteers from nearby churches.

“They treat us like human beings,” inmate
Eric Jewell, 41, said of the visitors. “You can
feal the sincere love they have for us.”

The first prison congregation in Michi-
gan is one of a small but growing number
of officially established churches helping
inmates find faith behind the razor wire.

Unlike traditional prison ministries,
prison congregations form worship’
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- Inmates gather for worship at a
prisesn in lonia, Michigan.

comimunities governed by councils that
include inmates, Inmates hold church offices,
help plan services, distribute Communion,
and even tithe from their meager earnings.

- “A congregation gives responsibility to
the inmate, and so the inmate actually is
learning leadership,” said Regan Beauchamp,
pastor of Prison Lighthouse Fellowship at
the South Dakota State Penitentiary in Sioux
Falls. “They are learning how to connect
better with one another and be accountable.”

Located in a maximum-security unit, the
Baptist General Conference church is affili-
ated with Prison Congregations of America
(rca), a nonprofit based in Mitchell, South
Dakota, that was incorporated in 1994 with
support from the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America. Its 14 congregations also

" include ELcA, United Methodist, and Disciples
of Chrrist churches led by civilian pastors.

Key is finding area churches to share in
worship, financially support the pastor, and
work with inmates who leave prison, said
Mary Mortenson, PCa executive director.

“When the person walks out of prison,
they have a connection on the outside,”
Mortenson said. “Often that positive con-
nection is the difference for them between
making it or reoffending.”

The potential for helping ex-prisoners
reenter commtunities prompted the Michi-
gan Department of Corrections (Mpoc) to
approve the Ionia prison church as a pilot
project of its Prisoner Reentry Initiative.

" By pairing inmates with church mentors,
the program “offers a wonderful appor-
tunity for that bond of a shared faith to
continue outside the walls of the prison,”
said Michael Martin, head of chaplains for
MDOC. '

Church officials stress that prison
congregations aim to complement other
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ministries. While Bible studies and worship
services led by outside groups can provide

spiritual uplift, congregations give inmates a
community to return to after “the last strum

“What’s in it for them is the same thing
that’s in it for you and me,” she said. “There’s
a constancy.”

Charles Colson’s Prison Fellowship, which
sends more than 22,000 volunteers into 1,300
prisons each year, is not affiliated with prison
congregations but is compatible with them,
said president Mark Earley. The ministry
has started a pilot program with the Urban
Ministry Institute of Los Angeles to train
inmates how to plant churches in their prisons.

At prisons where it is difficult to get
outside volunteers, prison church members
“can exercise leadership in bringing men or
women together and organize them around
holy living,” Earley said. “They are fune-
tioning as the body of Christ locked behind
prison walls.” ' + Charles Honey
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Book Brouhaha

Encyclopedia of Christian history
withdrawn; editor alleges censarship,

It’s uncertain when, or if, the Encyclopedia
of Christian Civilization will reach bookstore
shelves, but the delayed release of the four-
volunie work fueled debate about possible
suppression of Christian academics by
secular publishers.

Scholarly publisher Witey-Blackwell’s
decision to withdraw the encyclopedia after
it was printed and debuted at the annual
meetings of the American Academy of Reli-
gion and the Society of Biblical Literature in
November ignited the controversy.

Editor George T. Kurian e-mailed the
encyclopedia’s nearly 400 contributors in
February and called the decision “probably
the first instance of mass beok-burning
in the 21st century.” According to Kurian,
president of the Encyclopedia Society and
editor-of 60 reference works, the ency-
clopedia was delayed because four critics
called it “tno Christian, too orthodox, too
anti-secular, and too anti-Muslim, and not

universities.”

Kurian said changes requested by
Wiley—including removal of terms such
as 5.¢,/A.D., Virgin Birth, and Resurrection—
were “the most blatant form of censorship
in the history of religious publishing.”

continued on page (8
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Getting t Church b ay of Prison

The airis crisp and cold as they
walk through the dark yard to be
escorted into building 300, where
a squadron of closed-circuit cam--
eras monitors their every move,

The congregation is already
assembled and facing the front;
deep baritone voices sing”l Have
Decided to Follow Jesus.” The
l[atecomers find places to sit at
tables among them.

So begins another weekly
service of Celebration Fellowship
Congregation at the lonia Bellamy
Creek Correctional Facility, the
only Christian Reformed church
located entirely within a prison.

Every Monday night 30 to 35
inmates come to this makeshift
sanctuary to study and worship,

t's a midwinter Monday
night in Michigan, and a
group of people are on their
way to church.

In the middie of rural lonia
County, they walk past an abun-
dant crop of barbed wire fences
and are herded in smalt groups
of five or six into a small sterile
room.

They empty their pockets.

see-through plastic ones. They
hold out their arms, walk
through a metal detector, and
then receive a full-body pat-
down. Each is given a small
biack box with a bright-red
button—it’s an alarm and loca-
tor device. Just in case.

Banner Writer Needed

Do you have the WRITE stuff? The Banner is looking for a news
correspondent in southwestern Ontaric to write abou’g Christian
Reformed people and activities of interest to our readers. We'd
especially welcome writers from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

All expressions of interest should be sent via e-mail to Gayla
Postma, news editor, at gpostma@crcna.org. Please submit a
short resume, including your writing experience, and two recent
samples of your work.
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The weekly service of Celebration
Fellowship CRL at the lonia
Beliamy Cresk Correctional

“Facility.

joined by 10 to 15 visitors from
local Michigan churches who
partner with them and commit to
attending every week so that
relationships can be built.

Everyone takes out a copy of
The Purpose-Driven Life, and for
the next hour the congregants
read through a chapter and tatk
through a list of questions that
the inmates compiled.

When it comes time for the
sermon, Rev. Rich Rienstra takes
the pulpit. Rienstra was called by
Church of the Servant CRC in
Grand Rapids, Mich., to lead this

hew congregation. Rienstra’s work’

with jail ministries goes back to
his first ministry in the 1970s when
he was a young pastor fresh out
of seminary. But prison ministry
has a personal dimension for him;
his own son is an inmate in a
Michigan prison.

Rienstra explains that the
ministry is training inmates to
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become leaders and prepare for

life after prison.“We're grooming

s the future elders and deacons of
the church,” he said, “Our highest
priority is making disciples.” .

In many ways the worship
service is like any other—people
yawn occasionally and shift in
their seats, they recite the Apostles’
Creed together. There's even a
chitdren’s prayer. Though no chil-
dren are present, many of the men
have families outside the walls,

When it comes time for the
offering, an older inmate named
Mike sings “Jesus, Jesus, There's
Just Something About That Name”
The other inmates quietly join in
the repeating chorus. An empty
bowl is passed around to gather
the inmates’ written prayers and
hopes, as they have no money to
give.

One of the visitors is Adria

) Lfbolt, a retired prison warden. "l
~ never dreamed I'd want to come
1 back [to a prison]/ Libolt said.
g During the Bible study before the
worship service, a prisoher seated
at Liboft’s table asks her, "Do you
consider yourself God's friend?”
“Prisoners didn't use to say
things to me like that,” she
explained. "It was really moving”
Afterward, the visitors are free
to go. They walk back to their cars
and slowly drive away. Back
behind the barbed wire, the Spirit
of God remains.
—Christian Bell

MATT KEYZER

Organist Featured
onPBS

Benton Blasingame, the organist
for Rochester Christian Reformed
Church in Penfield, N.Y., was
recently one of the featured
organists at a concert to be broad-
cast on Pipedreams Livel, a PBS
program that airs on 150 stations
across the United States.
Blasingame is a first-year stu-
dent at the highly acclaimed East-
man School of Music and a recent
graduate of the Interlochen Arts
Academy in Michigan. He has won
numerous awards, including first
prize in the high school division

Benton Blasingame at the Hal-
foran-AH Saints OGrgan at the
Sacred Heart Cathedral in Roch-
ester, New Yori

of the 2007 Albert Schweitzer
Organ Competition.

Blasingame says he felt privi-
leged to be part of Pipedreams
Livel because the program, hosted
by Michael Barone, helps keep the
organ world alive, interesting, and
exciting.

—Calvin Hulstein

Nebraska Inmates Lend a Hand

inmate Bill White repairs
a car,

Inmates at a minimurn security prison in Lincoln, Neb., are volunteering time
i while doing time. Several of them have partnered with Northern Lighthouse
Christian Reformed Church to form Charity Autos, a car repair service for
peopie who can't afford repairs elsewhere,

Steven Oliver loves helping people. On Saturdays he is one of seven or eight
inmates who donate labor to repair cars for s:ngle moms, senjors, and people
| who have disabilities.

“It's a good feeling to know that you have helped someone at the end of -
the day and got them on the road;” said Oliver.

He heard about the program while worshiping at Northern Lighthouse. “|
feel like 1 am doing the Lord's work through auto mechanics'and also helping
peopie who are in need,” he said.

Northern Lighthouse CRC was originally established as a typical church in
a new housing developrment, according to ministry associate Jeff Heerspink.

But a prisaner-release program brought inmates in to worship. When one prisoner expressed a wish for
work to do, a car was repaired and a ministry was born.

"I think one of the most beautiful pieces of the Charity Autas program is there's a number of people
who show up and say, | want nothing to do with church, but | can work on a car” said Heerspink. “And then
they get to know some of the members of Lighthouse. The inmates find a loving, caring place. Then they
say, ‘Well, I'll come to church,” he said. “A lot of them find Christ”

—Sherry Kooiker
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